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This handout photo released yesterday  by the Airports of Thailand company shows members
of a group of 39 Chinese visitors (right) with special tourist visas getting their luggage
cleaned as part of the arrival measures to halt the spread of the COVID-19 at Suvarnabhumi
Airport in Bangkok, before heading to a 14-day stay in Alternative State Quarantine (ASQ)
facilities. — AFP 

This handout photo shows visitors sitting among movie posters to observe social distancing
as they attend at a public talk about South Korean zombie thriller “Peninsula” during the BIFF
2020 at the Busan Cinema Center in Busan. — AFP photos

This handout photo taken and released yesterday by the Busan International Film Festival
(BIFF) shows South Korean film director Yeon Sang-ho on a screen at a public talk about South
Korean zombie thriller “Peninsula” during the BIFF 2020 at the Busan Cinema Center in Busan.

Thailand has welcomed its first group
of tourists in seven months, as part
of an experiment aimed at testing if

a wider opening is possible as the coron-
avirus cripples the kingdom’s economy. A
planeload of 39 Chinese tourists flew into
Bangkok’s Suvarnabhumi Airport Tuesday
evening from Shanghai to a welcome from
staff in full protective equipment. The visi-
tors underwent health checks and had
their luggage disinfected, before donning
protective clothing themselves and being
whisked away for two weeks’ quarantine.
“It’s a welcome sign that foreigners are
confident in our safety measures,” Health
Minister Anutin Charnvirakul said in a
statement. “I instructed officials to take
good care of the tourists, because if
they’re safe, Thais are safe too.”

The pandemic has brought the
Southeast Asian nation’s economy to its
knees, with eight million expected to lose
their jobs by the end of the year. Many of
those losses will be in the tourism sector,
in a country that saw 40 million interna-
tional arrivals in 2019. The holidaymakers
have come under a special tourist visa
scheme, which offers 1,200 spots and
allows people to stay for up to nine
months. The arrival numbers were much
smaller than the 150 passengers authori-
ties touted last month. Tourism officials
declined to give a reason, but insisted it
was not linked to recent confrontations
between pro-democracy protesters and
police in the Thai capital and elsewhere.
Tourism consultant Bill Barnett admitted
the ongoing unrest was damaging

Thailand’s image, but said the country
could channel visitors away from protest-
hit Bangkok.

“Thailand will become an economic
basket case if it doesn’t bring back
tourism,” he said. Mario Hardy from the
Bangkok-based Pacific Asia Travel
Association agreed, saying civil unrest
had never dissuaded tourists from visit-
ing Thailand in the past. “They know it’s
isolated, a local issue and not targeting
tourists,” he said. A second group of 147
Chinese tourists from Guangzhou is due
to arrive in Thailand next week, followed
by a flight from Scandinavia in
November. — AFP

An anthology paying cinematic trib-
ute to Hong Kong was the high-
light yesterday on the opening

day of Asia’s biggest film festival, which
has been forced largely online by the
coronavirus pandemic. The Busan
International Film Festival (BIFF) usually
sees a host of stars and industry players
from Asia and elsewhere descend on
the port city for 10 days of critical con-
sideration and financial deal-making. But
strict conditions imposed this year due
to the pandemic mean that while social-
ly-distanced screenings are taking
place, there are no opening or closing
ceremonies, no red-carpet parades, no
after-parties or outdoor fan events.

Even so the fact it is taking place at
all contrasts with the many international
festivals have gone online-only, while
some-such as Cannes-have been can-
celled altogether. This year marks
BIFF’s 25th anniversary and comes
after home-grown director Bong Joon-
ho’s historic Oscar win for the dark
comedy “Parasite” in February-the first
time a foreign-language film has won
top accolades in Hollywood. Around

190 movies will be shown at this year’s
festival and only once each, compared
to the typical 300-odd films played mul-
tiple times-an 80 percent cut in total
screenings. Viewers have to wear
masks and only a quarter of theatre
seats are being made available. A trick-
le of moviegoers-outnumbered by staff-
made their way into the Busan Cinema
Center for the first shows on
Wednesday, where hand sanitisers, QR
codes and temperature screening were
mandatory on the way in.

“It’s a shame that it’s been scaled
down so much,” said Busan resident
and festival regular Ahn Tae-jeong, 30.
“I’m very down that I’m going to miss a
lot of movies that I wanted to watch.”
The official opening film was the world
premiere-one of 70 this year-of “Septet:
The Story of Hong Kong”, a multi-direc-
tor anthology that pays tribute to the ter-
ritory from the 1950s to the present.
Directed by Tsui Hark, Ann Hui, Patrick
Tam, Johnnie To, Yuen Wo Ping, Ringo
Lam and Sammo Hung, the movie was
shot on film to honour the golden age of
Hong Kong cinema, from the 1960s to

the 1990s. The former British colony was
once the regional cinematic power-
house, producing as many as 200
Cantonese-language films a year that
were devoured by cinema-goers across
Asia and beyond. “It was an era of ‘one
hundred flowers blooming’-the free
expression of art-that nurtured numerous
movie talents,” production company
Media Asia Film Hong Kong said in a
statement. But since the 1997 handover
to China, the city’s movie studios have
gone into decline, eclipsed by flashier
and wealthier rivals on the mainland and
in South Korea.

‘Very special feeling’ 
Most BIFF components-including

judging, press conferences, film and
project markets and discussion forums-
will still be held during the festival, but
only online. “It will certainly be a different
festival this year,” Jason Bechervaise, a
professor at Korea Soongsil Cyber
University, told AFP. Organizers have
also scheduled some 45 screening
talks-far fewer than normal-but featuring
only South Korean filmmakers and

actors.  South Korea imposes a strict
two-week quarantine on most arrivals,
making short visits impractical, so
organizers have not invited foreigners-
although some will participate online.

“We are doing our very best to offer
what’s most essential while following
Covid-19 safety measures,” BIFF pro-
gram director Nam Dong-chul told AFP.
“We think what’s most important about
film festivals is to screen movies at
movie theatres, as cinema is an art form
that requires big screens.”  But the com-
promises have left some people dis-
mayed. “I’ve attended a number of
online movie talks since Covid, and I
have to say they are just dreadful,” said
filmmaker Kim So-young, a professor
who has not missed an edition of BIFF in
10 years. “You just can’t connect with
your viewers the way you do in theatres,
especially after the lights are back on
after a screening,” she said.  “There is a
very special feeling that comes from
knowing that you are with people who
just finished watching your film.” — AFP

Bumblebees exposed to
levels of radiation found
within the Chernobyl

exclusion zone suffered a “sig-
nificant” drop in reproduction, in
new research published yester-
day that scientists say should
prompt a rethink of international
calculations of nuclear environ-
mental risk. The study, pub-
lished in the journal Proceedings
of the Royal Society B, set out to
discover how ionizing radiation
affects insects, which are often
thought to be more resilient than
other species.  Researchers in
Scotland and Germany exposed
bee colonies in a laboratory set-
ting to a range of radiation levels
found in areas of the exclusion
zone around the ruined
Chernobyl site, where a reactor
exploded in 1986 in the world’s
worst nuclear disaster. 

They found that colony repro-
duction reduced by 30 to 45
percent at doses previously con-
sidered too low to impact
insects.  “We found that at radia-
tion levels detectable in
Chernobyl, the number of new
queen bees produced from the
colony was significantly reduced
and colony growth was delayed-
meaning colonies reached their
peak weight at a week later,”
said the paper’s lead author
Katherine Raines.  The lecturer
in environmental pollution at the
University of Stirling told AFP by
email that researchers “antici-
pate that this may have an effect
on pollination/ecosystem servic-
es in contaminated areas”.  The
authors said they chose bumble-
bees both because of a lack of
lab-based research into bees
and because of their crucial role
in pollination. Ionizing radiation
can occur either from nuclear
sites or medical procedures,
although the levels tested were
higher than those that would
likely be found in the environ-
ment from normal releases,
Raines said. 

But she added that the
researchers were “very sur-
prised that we could detect
effects as low as we did”. “Our
research suggests insects living
in the most contaminated areas
at Chernobyl may suffer adverse
effects, with subsequent conse-
quences for ecosystem services
such as pollination,” she added.
The authors said if their findings
could be generalized “they sug-
gest insects suffer significant
negative consequences at dose
rates previously thought safe”
and called revisions to the inter-
national framework for radiologi-
cal protection of the environ-
ment.  People are not allowed to
live near the Chernobyl power
station and the abandoned set-
tlements within the exclusion
zone are surrounded by forests
hosting birds, wolves, elks and
lynxes. A giant protective dome
was put in place over the
destroyed fourth reactor in
2016. — AFP

From monitoring vital signs to filtering
filthy air and even translating speech
into other languages, the coron-

avirus-fuelled boom in mask-wearing has
spawned an unusual range of high-tech
face coverings. As masks become the
norm worldwide, tech companies and
researchers are rolling out weird and won-
derful models to both guard against infec-
tion and cash in on a growing trend. One
of the wackiest comes from Japan, where
start-up Donut Robotics has created a
face covering that helps users adhere to
social distancing and also acts as a trans-
lator. The “C-Face” mask works by trans-
mitting a wearer’s speech to a smart-
phone via an app, and allows people to
have a conversation while keeping up to
10 metres (32 feet) apart. 

“Despite the coronavirus, we some-

times need to meet directly with each oth-
er,” Donut Robotics chief executive
Taisuke Ono told AFP.  The lightweight
silicone device could have immediate
benefits for people such as doctors who
want to communicate with patients from a
distance, the company says.  It can
translate speech from Japanese into
English, Korean and other languages-a
function that will become more useful
once travel restrictions are eventually
eased. But it does not offer protection
from Covid-19 on its own, and is
designed to be worn over a regular face
covering when it goes on sale in February
for about 4,000 yen ($40).

Donut Robotics raised nearly 100 mil-
lion yen ($950,000) via crowdfunding to
develop it, a success Ono believes was
driven by a desire for innovations to make

life easier during the pandemic. “We may
be able to fight the virus with technology,
with human wisdom,” he said. Another
face mask developed in Singapore is
aimed at protecting medics treating
Covid-19 patients. It has sensors that
monitor body temperature, heart rate,
blood pressure and blood oxygen levels,
and relay data to a smartphone via a
Bluetooth transmitter.  “Many of these
frontline workers will be exposed to
patients when they are taking their vital
signs,” Loh Xian Jun, one of the scientists
behind the invention, told AFP.

“This poses a health risk to the nurses,
and we wanted to think about a way to
reduce such risk.” Its inventors say the
device could also monitor vital signs of
migrant workers in crowded dormitories,
which incubated massive virus outbreaks

in the city-state this year. They hope to tri-
al it in the near future and market it com-
mercially. For those seeking to combat
the effects of pollution in smog-choked
cities, South Korea’s LG Electronics has
developed an air purifier mask. The futur-
istic white device, which fits snugly
around the wearer’s mouth, nose and
chin, is equipped with two filters on either
side and fans to aid airflow.

The filters are similar to those in the
company’s home air purifiers, and can
block 99.95 percent of harmful particles.
Thousands have already been made
available to medical staff and it will also
be rolled out in shops in the future, the
company says.  — AFP

This photograph shows Professor Chen Xiaodon from the School of
Materials Science and Engineering at the Nanyang Technological
University talking to an AFP reporter regarding the development of a
face mask that can monitor vital health information. — AFP photos

A research fellow from the School of Materials Science
and Engineering at the Nanyang Technology University
wearing a face mask installed with sensors which trans-
mit via Bluetooth readings.

Donut Robotics chief executive Taisuke Ono posing for a
photo with the smart mask “C-face” in his studio follow-
ing an interview with AFP in Tokyo.


